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THE WHIRR OF WINGS 

As humankind stands on the precipice of environmental catastrophe, with  climate change 
deniers and monied interests strenuously opposing any efforts to make the fundamental 
changes that will be necessary to  mitigate disaster, what can any ordinary person do but 
despair?   As a composer, my work has become increasingly influenced by world events – 
the rise in populism, anti-immigration fervor,  the ever widening gap between the haves and 
have nots and our apparent inability to effectively mitigate our impact on the climate. 

The music is intended as a reminder of our responsibility to serve as protectors rather 
than destroyers of our Mother Earth. 

Except as otherwise noted, the texts are in the public domain. 

Interim (Lola Ridge) 
 
The earth is motionless 
And poised in space … 
A great bird resting in its flight 
Between the alleys of the stars. 
It is the wind’s hour off …. 
The wind has nestled down among the corn …. 
The two speak privately together, 
Awaiting the whirr of wings. 
 

Behold, from the land of the farther suns (Stephen Crane) 
 
Behold, from the land of the farther suns  
I returned.  
And I was in a reptile-swarming place,  
Peopled, otherwise, with grimaces,  
Shrouded above in black impenetrableness.  
I shrank, loathing,  
Sick with it.  
And I said to him,  
“What is this?” 
He made answer slowly,  
“Spirit, this is a world;  
“This was your home.” 
 
Black Horizons (Carl Sandburg)  
 
Black horizons, come up. 
Black horizons, kiss me. 



That is all; so many lies; killing so cheap; 
babies so cheap; blood, people so cheap; and 
land high, land dear; a speck of the earth 
costs; a suck at the tit of Mother Dirt so 
clean and strong, it costs; fences, papers, 
sheriffs; fences, laws, guns; and so many 
stars and so few hours to dream; such a big 
song and so little a footing to stand and 
sing; take a look; wars to come; red rivers 
to cross. 
Black horizons, come up. 
Black horizons, kiss me. 
 
Let them not say (Jane Hirshfield) 
 
Let them not say: we did not see it. 
We saw. 
 
Let them not say: we did not hear it. 
We heard. 
 
Let them not say: they did not taste it. 
We ate, we trembled. 
 
Let them not say: it was not spoken, not written. 
We spoke, 
we witnessed with voices and hands, 
 
Let them not say: they did nothing. 
We did not – enough. 
Let them say, as they must say something: 
 
A kerosene beauty. 
It burned. 
 
Let them say we warmed ourselves by it, 
read by its light, praised, 
and it burned. 
 
"Let Them Not Say" ©Jane Hirshfield, from Ledger (NY:Knopf, 2020); used by permission of Jane 
Hirshfield, all rights reserved. 



Earth Your Dancing Place (May Swenson) 
 
Beneath heaven’s vault 
remember always walking 
through halls of cloud 
down aisles of sunlight 
or through high hedges 
of the green rain 
walk in the world 
highheeled with swirl of cape 
hand at the swordhilt 
of your pride 
Keep a tall throat 
Remain aghast at life 
 
Enter each day 
as upon a stage 
lighted and waiting 
for your step 
Crave upward as flame 
have keenness in the nostril 
Give your eyes 
to agony or rapture 
 
Train your hands 
as birds to be 
brooding or nimble 
Move your body 
as the horses 
sweeping on slender hooves 
over crag and prairie 
with fleeing manes 
and aloofness of their limbs 
 
Take earth for your own large room 
and the floor of the earth 
carpeted with sunlight 
and hung round with silver wind 
for your dancing place 
 
© 1994 by Literary Estate of May Swenson. From May Swenson: Collected Poems (Library of 
America, 2013). Used with permission of The Literary Estate of May Swenson. All rights reserved.  



Remember (Joy Harjo) 

Remember the sky that you were born under, 
know each of the star’s stories. 
Remember the moon, know who she is. 
Remember the sun’s birth at dawn, that is the 
strongest point of time. Remember sundown 
and the giving away to night. 
Remember your birth, how your mother struggled 
to give you form and breath. You are evidence of 
her life, and her mother’s, and hers. 
Remember your father. He is your life, also. 
Remember the earth whose skin you are: 
red earth, black earth, yellow earth, white earth 
brown earth, we are earth. 
Remember the plants, trees, animal life who all have their 
tribes, their families, their histories, too. Talk to them, 
listen to them. They are alive poems. 
Remember the wind. Remember her voice. She knows the 
origin of this universe. 
Remember you are all people and all people 
are you. 
Remember you are this universe and this 
universe is you. 
Remember all is in motion, is growing, is you. 
Remember language comes from this. 
Remember the dance language is, that life is. 
Remember. 

 

Note for performers:  The final movement of this work cannot be performed without first obtaining 
copyright permission from the poet.  Her fee for granting permission is $500 and the ensemble for 
which the music was composed was unable to fund that at the time the music was written.  Contact 
information for Ms. Harjo is joy.harjo@gmail.com and for her agent is kathleenanderson@me.com. 
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A few words about (and by) the composer 
 

Stan Grill was raised in the Bronx, studied at the Bronx House School of Music, and later 
graduated from the Manhattan School of Music with undergrad and graduate degrees in music 
theory.  He studied piano with Robert Helps and Leon Kushner and composition with Ursula 
Mamlok and Joseph Prostakoff.  Major works include music for symphony, chamber and string 
orchestra, a viola concerto, a cello concerto, ten string quartets, a nonet for winds and strings, 
and numerous song cycles for mixed voices and chamber ensemble.  Performances have been 
produced by the composer, as well as presented by the Composers Guild of New Jersey, the 
St. Paul’s Church Festival of the Arts, the Leonia Chamber Players, the New York Composers 
Circle, the Northern New Jersey Camerata, One World Symphony, the Bronx Arts Ensemble, 
the Tokyo based Duo + Ensemble, the Pandolfis Consort, the Aliquot Duo, Eight Strings and a 
Whistle, the Diderot Quartet and Camerata Philadelphia.   
 
Stan’s discography includes “Rustling Flights of Wings” with soprano Nancy Allen Lundy, 
pianist Stephen Gosling and violinist Ralph Farris and “At the Center of All Things” with music 
performed by the Diderot String Quartet. 
 
“As I see it, as much as we strive to find reason and purpose in our having been born into this 
amazing, mysterious and awe-inspiring universe, that attempt is largely futile.  It is however, the best 
part of our nature that obliges us to make the attempt, though the most we can hope for is to gain 
some small degree of understanding of the world around us, and, more importantly, of ourselves.  To 
achieve this, we each approach the problem in our own way, uniquely shaped by our cultural 
background, innate talents and abilities, education and so on.   For some, science may be the window 
through which they best perceive and interpret the world, for others, religion.  For those to whom the 
world seems to express itself most clearly and beautifully through sound, music is the voice that speaks 
to us and through which we, in turn, best express ourselves.  Now, I can write notes that will make 
pretty music because I’ve been trained to do so – but the best of my music has arrived, rather 
inexplicably, as part of a personal effort to understand the world and myself.  It is, in a way, an act of 
translation.  The world says something, I try to understand it, and then translate it into musical 
language.  The particular musical language which I speak, is, of course, a product of my conservatory 
training and personal musical tastes, but hopefully, the outcome, imperfect a translation as it may be, 
will convey to others something of its original intent.”  

 
Stan's music is melodic, modal, contrapuntal, characterized by extended, interweaving lines. 
His musical influences span the centuries, and include Machaut, Josquin, Palestrina, 
Monteverdi, Lassus, Britten, Ives, Vaughn Williams and Shostakovich. Two main themes 
permeate many of the pieces - music intended to influence the minds and hearts of those who 
hear it in such a way as to encourage thoughts about the possibility of world peace - and 
music composed in an attempt to translate something about the nature of the physical world. 
 
Complete scores are available at www.stangrillcomposer.com.  Stan Grill is a member of 
ASCAP.  
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